While at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, Neal served as graduate mentor to more than 75 M.S., Ph.D., and postdoctoral students, and in so doing created a legacy of scientific leaders. He has left an enduring mark on the field of animal sciences. The comments of some of the individuals he mentored are part of this article.
I knew Neal for over thirty years, meeting him for the first time when he gave a seminar to the reproductive group at Florida in the early 1980s. I have no recollection of what he said in that lecture, except it held my attention, but I do remember the man: handsome, ebullient, and full of charm. I occasionally ran with him and discovered that he was ferociously competitive. When I was awarded the Alexander von Humboldt award for agriculture in 1996, Neal was invited down to the Missouri campus to introduce me at the ceremony. He chose to travel in a small chartered plane and, after the event was over and with considerable aplomb and a big smile, presented the bill to the Dean of Agriculture and then immediately departed for Madison. Roger Mitchell, my dean and a complete gentleman, accepted the charge with equal aplomb. The occasion epitomized both men. I have a number of other fond memories of Neal. He was sometimes incautious but immeasurably kind, and a loyal friend whom I greatly miss.
Herein follow recollections from a number of past trainees and colleagues.
''For many reasons Neal was a great mentor to me. When I was a graduate student about to finish up, Neal walked into our laboratory meeting and announced that the USDA was soliciting research proposals and he wanted to know who had ideas. After some deliberation I raised my hand and said that I could write one. Over the next weeks I formed a first draft of what I thought was a great idea. I gave it to Neal in the morning; by late that afternoon, he had returned it and agreed that it was probably a fundable idea, but that the format needed a lot of work. I took it home that night and dutifully complied with his format requirements and returned the edited version the next morning. Needless to say I had not performed the formatting exactly as he wanted. So, that afternoon he gave it back to me, and I worked on it and returned it the next morning. I was a slow learner and it took me several more days to realize that he would not accept less than perfect and that his rigid format was the only way to write a 'grant' (grants are funded, proposals are ideas). Since I was a student, the proposal was submitted in his name and the funding was subsequently awarded. Just after the funding arrived, I-now a postdoc-found a faculty position and was poised to leave. Neal told me that if I finished the first year of the grant at Wisconsin, that I could take the rest of the money with me! That was a real shot in the arm to a new assistant professor. I learned a lot from Neal about how to write a 'grant' and how to ''Neal First was a major figure in the field of reproductive physiology with major contributions to the process of parturition, impacts of heat on male sperm production, in vitro fertilization in the bovine, and cloning and genetic manipulation of livestock. His most enduring impact, however, was as a mentor for his many undergraduate, graduate, and postdoctoral students as well as the vast numbers of visiting scientists. Dr. First was always giving individuals the tools to excel and move on to the next level with success. The consequences of that mentoring is that his students now occupy leadership roles in agriculture, veterinary and human medicine, academia, industry, and government service in the U.S. and worldwide. I am humbled and feel it a privilege to have had Neal First as a mentor and follow him as a professor at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. Neal, not a day goes by that I do not think of you. We miss you.'' (John Parrish, Ph.D. Professor, University of Wisconsin-Madison)
''I was one of a group of postdoctoral students that Neal assembled in 1983 to initiate a program on embryo technology. My focus was on developing methods for cloning and gene transfer in cattle and pigs. I thoroughly enjoyed my time in Neal's lab and found him to be a very patient and supportive mentor. Neal was always available to discuss and provide critical input into approaches to solving problems, but he also allowed each of us the freedom to follow our own chosen paths. The incident that best illustrates Neal's character as a mentor occurred one time when I was working on a particularly difficult problem. I was working late into the evening and was hungry and frustrated. About 10 p.m., Neal showed up in the lab with a sandwich for me. He sat down and, in his characteristic easygoing style, helped me work through the problem, instilling in me the motivation to continue and the confidence that success was inevitable.'' (Jim Robl, Ph.D., past-President & Chief Scientific Officer for Hematech)
''My best memories of Neal are from our Friday afternoon lab meetings. Because Neal's lab was a conglomerate of postdoctoral fellows, doctoral students, and laboratory assistants, the Friday afternoon lab meetings were often quite lively, especially when the refreshments included beer. The most interesting meetings occurred when the doctoral students reported on their research progress. Neal required-and chided-his doctoral students to investigate and define biological phenomena rather than simply describe the assisted reproductive techniques that were popular at the time. ''I came to know Neal First initially by his many publications when I was a graduate student, and then I had the great fortune to meet him at the ICAR Meeting in Urbana, IL, in 1984. I was working on IVF in cattle at Colorado State University for my Ph.D. dissertation, and his lab had achieved great success in this area during the mid-1980s. When I finished my Ph.D., I applied for a post-doc position with Neal but unfortunately funding was not available at the time. I moved on to the University of Virginia for several years but found my way to Madison and the University of Wisconsin in the late 1980s. During my time in Madison I was able to spend about a year working in Neal's lab with his wonderful team. I was able to study bovine IVF, and I had several publications with Neal and his group from my work there. Neal and his family were always very kind to my wife and me, even helping us find a place to live when we arrived in Wisconsin. The last week I was in Madison, before I started my new position at the University of Illinois, Neal called me in to his office for a chat. I will never forget that day! Neal said to me that he wished me well in my new job and then he apologized to me for not being able to take me as a post-doc in 1985. He said that he had made a mistake by not pushing harder to get funding for me and that he had missed out on not having a great post-doc for those additional years. This really took me by surprise and I was very humbled by his kind and generous words. Neal was a huge supporter of my career and provided many opportunities for which I will be forever grateful. Neal could be abrupt and did not have great patience for those who were not striving for excellence, but he had a kind heart and always had time and advice for his students and former students. Neal was a great colleague, mentor, and friend, and his legacy will live on for a very long time through all who knew him. ''Although I met Neal First many times, I actually know him more through discussing research with his many students and colleagues, than by direct interactions with him. It is an impressive list of students and other collaborators, impressive in quantity and quality. Neal obviously fostered a productive environment, with cutting-edge thinking and performance. People associated with the First lab constitute a veritable Who's Who in the areas of in vitro reproduction and the study and manipulation of pre-implantation embryos; farm animal species were the main models. There also are dozens of giants and upcoming giants who have worked with him in fields of reproduction for which he is less well known; in fact, topics of most of his papers in the first 15 years of his career, which included lactation, parturition, and ovarian physiologymostly using the swine model-are only vaguely related to his more recent work on IVF, cloning, and basic biology of embryos. However, in later decades, the First lab was a Mecca for those interested in IVF and early development of embryos of farm animals.'' (George Seidel, Ph.D., Professor, Colorado State University)
These anecdotes, though informal, probably tell you more about the man than any formal biography or obituary. I am immensely grateful to John Parrish and Steve Lofton for their help in assembling this short memoir dedicated to a fine scientist and mentor.
-R. Michael Roberts
